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Abstract

This paper explored the challenges facing Africa’s Tertiary Education. The paper is a review paper
that depend secondary data. The secondary data were collected from print and online publications.
The study concluded that underfunding, inadequate infrastructure, overcrowded classrooms,
shortages of qualified lecturers, outdated curricula, weak research capacity, and persistent brain
drain, Socio-economic inequalities, digital divides, political instability, and unemployment among
graduates and corruption are the problems facing Africa’s tertiary institutions. Based on the
findings, the study recommends that governments and stakeholders should prioritize education by
allocating sufficient budgetary resources in line with UNESCO’s recommendations (15-20% of
national expenditure and 4-6% of GDP). Increased funding would improve infrastructure,
laboratories, libraries, and ICT facilities, Support research grants and scholarships and Enhance
staff salaries and incentives to retain qualified personnel. Private sector partnerships and
international development aid can supplement funding gaps.

Keywords: Challenges, Global education

1.0 Introduction

Africa’s tertiary education sector plays a critical role in driving economic growth, fostering
innovation, and developing the skilled workforce needed for sustainable development across the
continent. Universities, polytechnics, and colleges serve as engines of knowledge production,
technological advancement, and human capital formation—assets essential for Africa’s integration
into the global knowledge economy. In recent decades, demand for higher education in Africa has
risen sharply due to population growth, increased secondary school completion rates, and the rising
importance of advanced skills in the labour market. Despite this growing demand and the strategic
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importance of tertiary education, the sector continues to face deep-seated challenges that affect
quality, accessibility, relevance, and overall performance.

African tertiary institutions struggle with chronic underfunding, inadequate infrastructure,
overcrowded classrooms, shortages of qualified lecturers, outdated curricula, weak research
capacity, and persistent brain drain. Socio-economic inequalities, digital divides, governance
issues, political instability, and unemployment among graduates further complicate the landscape.
These challenges undermine the ability of higher education systems to produce globally
competitive graduates, conduct impactful research, and contribute meaningfully to national
development goals.

Nevertheless, numerous solutions are being proposed and implemented to revitalize Africa’s
tertiary education sector. These include increased public and private investment, digital
transformation, curriculum reforms, capacity-building for faculty, stronger university—industry
partnerships, and expanded regional and international collaboration. Addressing the challenges and
adopting sustainable solutions are key to ensuring that Africa’s tertiary education system becomes
more inclusive, resilient, and capable of meeting the continent’s socio-economic aspirations.

This study examines the major challenges confronting tertiary education in Africa and explores
practical, evidence-based solutions that can enhance quality, strengthen institutional capacity, and
promote long-term development.

2.0 Conceptual Terms
2.1 Concept of Tertiary Education
2.2 Concept of Africa’s tertiary education

Africa’s tertiary education refers to post-secondary institutions, including universities,
polytechnics, and colleges, that provide advanced academic, professional, and vocational training.
It plays a crucial role in developing human capital, fostering innovation, and driving socio-
economic growth across the continent. Tertiary institutions are responsible for producing skilled
graduates, conducting research, and contributing to policy and technological development.
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3.0 Method
4.0 Result and Discussion on challenges facing Africa’s tertiary education
1. Underfunding

One of the most persistent challenges is inadequate funding for universities, colleges, and
polytechnics. Many African governments allocate insufficient budgetary resources to higher
education despite rapidly growing student populations. According to UNESCO (2020), most
African countries fall below the recommended investment levels for tertiary education, resulting
in limited learning facilities, poor staff remuneration, and inadequate research funding.
Underfunding negatively affects quality assurance, staff motivation, and institutional
competitiveness on the global stage.

2. Inadequate Infrastructure

Infrastructure deficits—including poor lecture halls, weak electricity supply, insufficient
laboratories, limited hostel accommodation, and outdated libraries—affect teaching, learning, and
research. The World Bank (2017) highlights that many African universities operate with facilities
built for far fewer students than they currently serve, leading to strain on equipment and
deterioration of physical structures. Inadequate infrastructure restricts practical training,
experimentation, and innovation.

3. Overcrowded Classrooms

Growing enrolment without corresponding expansion of facilities has led to overcrowded
classrooms across African tertiary institutions. Class sizes in some universities exceed 500 students
for a single lecture, limiting interaction and personalized learning. Teferra & Altbach (2004) note
that massification of higher education, especially without infrastructure expansion, lowers
academic standards and places severe pressure on teaching resources, thereby reducing
instructional effectiveness.

4. Shortages of Qualified Lecturers

The severe shortage of trained academic staff is a critical barrier to quality education in Africa.
Many institutions rely heavily on part-time lecturers due to low salaries, poor working conditions,
and limited opportunities for career advancement. UNESCO (2020) estimates that Africa accounts
for some of the lowest ratios of lecturers to students globally. The shortage undermines
supervision, research mentorship, and curriculum delivery.

5. Outdated Curricula

A significant number of tertiary institutions in Africa use outdated curricula that do not align with
current labour market demands or global technological advancements. According to the African
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Development Bank (AfDB, 2018), many academic programs fail to integrate emerging areas such
as ICT skills, entrepreneurship, innovation, and climate education. This lack of curriculum reform
contributes to unemployable graduates and weak industry relevance.

6. Weak Research Capacity

African tertiary institutions face considerable limitations in research infrastructure, funding, and
publication opportunities. The continent contributes less than 1% of global research output
(UNESCO Science Report, 2021). Weak research capacity is linked to limited laboratories, poor
funding, weak postgraduate training, and limited collaboration with global research networks. As
a result, universities struggle to produce innovations and evidence-based solutions needed for
national development.

7. Persistent Brain Drain

Brain drain continues to deplete Africa’s academic talent pool as skilled lecturers, researchers, and
graduates migrate to Europe, North America, and Asia in search of better opportunities. The
International Organization for Migration (IOM, 2019) reports that thousands of African academics
leave annually due to low wages, political instability, weak research environments, and inadequate
professional development opportunities. This weakens institutional capacity and slows knowledge
production.

8. Socio-Economic Inequalities

Socio-economic disparities continue to affect access to tertiary education. Students from low-
income households face financial barriers, leading to higher dropout rates and limited opportunities
for higher learning. According to UNESCO (2018), students from wealthy families in Africa are
five times more likely to enter higher education than those from poorer backgrounds. These
inequalities perpetuate poverty cycles and restrict human capital development.

9. Digital Divides

The digital divide remains one of the most significant obstacles to modern tertiary education in
Africa. Many institutions lack adequate internet connectivity, digital devices, and ICT-supported
teaching facilities. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the African Union (2020) reported that only
a small fraction of higher education institutions could transition to online learning due to poor ICT
infrastructure. Digital inequality limits e-learning, remote research collaboration, and global
competitiveness.

10. Political Instability

Political instability—such as coups, internal conflicts, policy inconsistencies, and insecurity—
disrupts academic calendars and institutional operations. In countries like Sudan, Mali, Ethiopia,
and parts of Nigeria, recurring instability has led to prolonged school closures, destruction of
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facilities, and displacement of students and staff (UNICEF, 2021). Instability also discourages
international partnerships and reduces foreign investment in universities.

11. Unemployment Among Graduates

High unemployment rates among graduates reflect a mismatch between the skills taught in tertiary
institutions and labour market needs. The ILO (2020) reports that youth unemployment in Africa
remains one of the highest globally, partly due to poor practical training, outdated curricula, and
limited industry collaboration. As graduates struggle to find jobs, public confidence in tertiary
education declines.

12. Corruption

Corruption affects admissions, procurement processes, promotion of staff, examination integrity,
and financial management. Transparency International (2013) notes that corruption within higher
education undermines quality, distorts merit-based systems, and discourages accountability. This
erodes trust in institutions and contributes to poor learning outcomes, reduced credibility, and
weakened institutional reputation.

4.1 Findings

The study find out that underfunding, inadequate infrastructure, overcrowded classrooms,
shortages of qualified lecturers, outdated curricula, weak research capacity, and persistent brain
drain, Socio-economic inequalities, digital divides, political instability, and unemployment among
graduates and corruption are some of the problems facing Africa tertiary institutions.

4.2 Conclusion and Recommendations

The study examined the various problems facing Africa’s tertiary institutions. The study concluded
that underfunding, inadequate infrastructure, overcrowded classrooms, shortages of qualified
lecturers, outdated curricula, weak research capacity, and persistent brain drain, Socio-economic
inequalities, digital divides, political instability, and unemployment among graduates and
corruption are the problems facing Africa’s tertiary institutions.

The following recommendations offer practical solutions to enhance the quality, accessibility, and
relevance of tertiary education across the continent.

1. Increase Investment in Higher Education

Governments and stakeholders should prioritize education by allocating sufficient budgetary
resources in line with UNESCO’s recommendations (15-20% of national expenditure and 4—6%
of GDP). Increased funding would:
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Improve infrastructure, laboratories, libraries, and ICT facilities

Support research grants and scholarships

Enhance staff salaries and incentives to retain qualified personnel. Private sector
partnerships and international development aid can supplement funding gaps.

2. Improve and Expand Infrastructure

African tertiary institutions need modern, safe, and well-equipped facilities. Actions include:

Constructing additional lecture halls, hostels, and laboratories to accommodate growing
student populations

Ensuring reliable electricity, internet access, and learning technologies

Maintaining and upgrading existing facilities to meet international standards. Infrastructure
improvement supports effective teaching, research, and learning outcomes.

3. Address Shortages of Qualified Lecturers

Strategies to strengthen academic staff include:

Hiring more full-time, professionally trained lecturers

Providing continuous professional development and training programs

Offering competitive remuneration and benefits to reduce attrition and brain drain
Implementing mentorship programs for junior faculty. These measures enhance teaching
quality and institutional capacity.

4. Update and Modernize Curricula

Curriculum reform is essential to align education with labor market demands and global trends:

Integrate STEM, ICT, entrepreneurship, global citizenship, and climate change education
Promote experiential learning, internships, and industry collaboration

Regularly review curricula to ensure relevance and competitiveness. Updated curricula will
produce employable graduates and strengthen human capital.

5. Strengthen Research Capacity

Enhancing research output and quality requires:

Increased funding for research projects and laboratory equipment

Collaboration with international research institutions

Establishment of research centers of excellence

Incentives for publication and innovation among staff. Strong research capabilities
contribute to national development and global knowledge production.
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6. Reduce Brain Drain

Retention strategies for skilled academics and graduates include:

Offering career development opportunities and promotion pathways

Improving working conditions and research support

Encouraging diaspora engagement through return programs or remote collaboration.
Retention strengthens institutional expertise and continuity.

7. Promote Equity and Inclusion

To address socio-economic and gender inequalities:

Expand scholarship programs for disadvantaged and marginalized students

Implement affirmative action policies for female and disabled students

Provide flexible learning opportunities for part-time, adult, and displaced learners.
Equitable access ensures diverse talent contributes to national and global development.

8. Bridge the Digital Divide

Enhancing digital access and literacy requires:

Investment in high-speed internet and digital learning platforms

Provision of affordable devices such as laptops and tablets

Training faculty and students in ICT skills and e-learning methods

Collaborating with technology companies to support online education. Digital inclusion
enables remote learning, research collaboration, and global connectivity.

9. Promote Political Stability and Good Governance

Educational progress depends on stable governance and policy consistency:

Protect universities from political interference and ensure autonomy

Implement transparent management practices and accountability systems

Engage stakeholders in policy development and education planning. Good governance
enhances institutional resilience and trust in higher education.

10. Address Graduate Unemployment

Reducing graduate unemployment requires stronger university—industry linkages:

Develop internship programs, career guidance, and entrepreneurship training

Align curricula with market needs and emerging industries

Encourage vocational and applied research programs. This prepares graduates for
meaningful employment and economic participation.
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11. Combat Corruption
Tertiary institutions must adopt anti-corruption measures:

e Implement transparent admission, procurement, and promotion processes

e Establish independent oversight and audit systems

e Encourage accountability through student and community monitoring. Reducing
corruption ensures resources are effectively used and improves institutional credibility.

12. Encourage Regional and International Collaboration
African universities can strengthen education by:

e Partnering with international institutions for faculty exchange, joint research, and
curriculum development

e Participating in regional academic networks and online learning platforms

e Promoting student and staff mobility across borders. Collaboration enhances quality,
research capacity, and global competitiveness.

Addressing the challenges of Africa’s tertiary education requires a multi-faceted, long-term
strategy involving governments, institutions, private sector, and international partners. Investment
in infrastructure, human capital, digital technologies, curriculum reform, research, equity,
governance, and industry linkage can transform African tertiary education into a robust, inclusive,
and globally competitive system. Implementing these recommendations will strengthen the
sector’s contribution to sustainable development and socio-economic transformation across the
continent.
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